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	1. Chapter 1

Hurricane

Hurricanes are the third scariest natural disaster in my opinion. Tsunamis and earthquakes have to be rated as first and second respectively, but hurricanes finish in a strong third place. Honestly that's not too bad if you think about it, I am after all in a solid third place when it comes to literature scores in my class. Tsunamis and earthquakes can be extremely deadly so it's only natural to fear them the most. A Hurricane's powerful winds are nothing to scoff at, but they are far less deadly than walls of water or falling buildings.

"…Hello? Hikigaya? Earth to Hikigaya"

That being said I'd much prefer to deal with an earthquake or, hell, even a collapsing skyscraper right now. Unfortunately, I find myself caught in raging winds I couldn't have predicted when I set out this morning. In fact, I don't remember hearing anything on the weather channel about Hurricane Orimoto blowing through!

"You're struck dumb? Hilarious!"

Now that I think about it, a forecasting service that tells people where unpleasant interactions are likely to happen would be useful indeed. Though for me, I'd expect a map which showed all of Japan to be a dull gray. An indication of the rotten society which we live in. Wow, that was quite the nostalgic utterance there wasn't it? Perhaps middle school never ends… Well, I guess a part of me thought that was cool. 10 Hachiman points.

"Hikigaya… all kidding aside, I'd like an answer."

Why Gods?! Why would you throw this situation at me? I'm not sure what I did to earn your ire, but I'll do anything to get back in your good graces. I'll beg, I'll grovel, I'll even tutor Yuigahama without complaint! Well… I honestly wouldn't be able to do the last one. But give me a_ possible_ challenge, and there's nothing I won't do to get out of this situation!

"…Uh… I …"

Please give me a sign. Tell me what you want me to do, oh mighty Gods of Romantic Comedy.

"Look, that employee just put a sale sign in the window! That café is doing a 50% sale! Come on, just come sit with me."

Damn you.

That's not what I meant Gods and you know it…

"Ah, okay…" Well I might as well not anger them anymore. Perhaps their directions will become clear in here. Or maybe there will be a chance for me to escape somehow.

Following Orimoto at a slow gait, I entered the café. Resigned to my fate, I decided to get a good sense of what type of café this was. From the lack of uniforms, the patrons seemed to be mainly college students, almost exclusively couples. Looking up, I saw the name of the establishment "Café Mucho Amore". Dear God, it didn't get much worse than that. The 50% sale didn't seem quite so appealing, or even very surprising. I'd normally only eat a place like this if _they_ were the ones paying _me_. Obviously that never happened, so I'd never normally eat here.

Yet here I was sitting morosely.

Lost in thought, I'd somehow missed key events occurring around me. My eyes met Orimoto's first, and a slightly annoyed waiter second. Crap, they likely want my order. Sorry Mr. Waiter!

"…Uh, a coffee please."

"Very good then sir."

Heh. Not a bad recovery if I do say so myself. Though, I really shouldn't have been so distracted in the first place. But what can you expect from me. I still felt as though I hadn't recovered from her words. How was it in any way fair that she gets access to so much CC?! I've been disabled by her 'speech' move for like 10 minutes now!

I looked over at her, the long silence only now registering as strange. Well not strange for me certainly, but definitely worrying given the person seated across from me. Her gaze was firmly planted outside. She seemed focused on the blue sky speckled with clouds out the window. Her brown eyes suddenly swiveled and locked onto mine. A slight blush ran across her face and she squirmed just a bit in her seat. Any normal man would be putty at this point, but I'm not just any man… I'm a Chiba man! Strong, composed, attentive! I was not going to be bested, I was going to walk away from this, no matter what plan she had in mind.

I began my counterassault "So what have you been up to as of lately?"

A grin flashed across her face, it appeared that my choice of topic had been successful. I needed this hurricane to be pointed somewhere, anywhere, else.

While she appeared to be smiling, there was a certain hardness that came over her features.

"Trying to change the subject _now_ Hikigaya of all times? That's so like you, Hilarious!"

A perfect parry, shit. That was good on her part. Oh no, perhaps that was too good on her part. How can I deflect any more, especially when she called me out on it so blatantly? Curse you Orimoto, your bluntness has once again foiled me. I suppose I'll just have to-

"Let me try this again, I need an answer this time. Please Hikigaya, I know I'm being selfish… I wouldn't even blame you if you hated me. I've changed though, and I can't handle this feeling of needing to know. It sounds stupid, but I feel like a have a chance… a chance with you for something **genuine."**

I don't know if that was her or my emphasis on that last word. I just remember putting my coffee down very gently with perfect grace, not unlike a robot programmed to do that task, and that task alone. I sat absolutely transfixed at this girl. Once I thought that she everything I despised. The Orimoto I remember from middle school was shallow, dumb, and even cruel. But that was wrong, I was wrong. After getting to a see a different side of her after the Christmas pageant, my image of her had improved somewhat. That didn't mean I could have predicted _this_ from her. Our goals were the same, she wanted something genuine as well? What did that mean?

Rudely interrupting my thoughts, I felt a pressure. Not a painful one, completely the opposite actually. It was a hand that had snaked into my own, one that was pale and delicate. I glanced at it, mostly to ensure myself that life was actually unfolding in front of me. That I wasn't dreaming or dying in some hospital bed, only thinking about what could have been. I felt that pressure though, undeniably pushing the idea that this _was real_, and that I had to do something.

I couldn't do this of course. Logic told me clearly that this was a very, very, very bad idea. I'd been torn asunder by this girl before, and I'd be damned if I let that happen again. I had to tell her that she was being ludicrous, and that I didn't even know where I could possibly begin. Resolutely raising my eyes to hers I had everything I needed to say all planned out.

Upon making eye-contact with her, my schemes were immediately blown away.

She was an open book to me. Brown eyes with small drops of water swimming in them, ready at any moment to break free and mar that beautiful face. A crimson blush, so deep that you could put a diving board above it and call it an Olympic pool. Tiny, almost imperceptible, movements of her hands and face belying an unmistakable nervous energy that was venting itself anywhere it could find an outlet. But her gently trembling hand never let go, not even for a second. But that blush didn't go away, not even for a second. And those eyes never wavered off mine, not even for a second. She was locked onto me, every fiber of her being held in limbo just waiting for a response. It was like she thought my answer was the most important thing in the world.

"Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the face" was the saying that immediately came to mind. If I remembered correctly that was one from Mike Tyson, and how right he was. It was a little different in my case however. Instead of being punched in the face, I was socked in the heart. Hurricane Orimoto had torn my defenses to shreds. One powerful gust was all it had really taken to tear every word and plan out of my head and scatter them to the four corners of the world.

Three things happened at once. I'd like to say that they were… acts of nature, and therefore out of my hands. But that is, I suppose, deflecting responsibility for my role in all this.

First, I realized that no matter how hard I had tried to push her out of my mind, there was still a part of me that was interested in Orimoto. One that had grown since the Christmas pageant where I'd learned there was more to her than meets the eye.

Second, I felt myself squeeze her hand in mine. I'd like to think that I did it to try and calm her, and prevent any sort of scene. Realistically though I think I might have been scared that she would take her hand back. That pressure stirred up emotions I had blocked out for so long. There was a beast, unfed and angry in me. Taking advantage of his prison being destroyed and his captor distracted, the disgusting vigor of youth I'd stashed away deep inside took his chance.

Third, I threw myself upon my own funeral pyre. Not literally, though I do certainly wish I had right about now. Rather, I found myself agreeing to her request.

"I don't know if it's what you really want… But I'd be happy to go on a date tomorrow. It's not like I've got any plans anyway."

The smile she gave me was something I'll never forget. With the orange tint of a sunset just beginning its descent behind the horizon her brown eyes shown gold. Her smile was wider than I'd ever seen it, not that I'd seen it all that much before that.

"That's how you respond to a confession? That's gotta be the least cool way to do it Hikigaya, Hilarious!"

My trance like state was broken with that remark. What have I done? What am I getting myself into? How do I explain this? Do I need to explain this? Looking up towards Orimoto to ask one of the hundreds of questions bubbling away in my brain I saw her looking out the window at the clouds rolling in. After a moment she noticed my gaze and turned to me.

She smiled at me again. God what a smile, I can't look away.

The silence after our conversation lasted a long time. It stretched past the splitting of the bill. It stretched past the walk to her house. It only ended with a slightly blushing Orimoto turning to me to wave goodbye.

"Thanks for listening to my request, Hikigaya… I'll see you tomorrow right?"

I realized I was staring at my last chance to back out. But I found myself only further drawn in.

"Yeah" I merely grunted.

"Let me have your phone for a second… There we go, just email me if something comes up! Good night Hikigaya"

"…Goodnight Orimoto."

And so here I am lying in bed unable to close my eyes. Well not unable I suppose. It's just that the day replays itself every time I do. I want to die of embarrassment and jump for joy. Tomorrow is going to be the longest day of my life with or without rest. I'd really much rather sleep right now though. Thankfully I think that exhaustion will eventually overpower my adrenalin. Before I finally pass into the land of dreams I make a final prayer to my most important God, one who I know can help me.

Dear Lord,

Orimoto may be the most overpowered character I've ever run across. She's got a stun, a taunt, a snare, and I haven't even seen her ultimate yet. This is beyond OP, this is borderline game-breaking! Icefrog-sama, please nerf this character!

P.s.

Please buff Tusk.

And with that, I am asleep.


	2. Chapter 2

Chapter 2:

_Thwap. Thwap. Thwap. Thwap. Thwap._

Well that's certainly rhythmic. It's kinda soothing in a strange sort of way.

_THWAP. THWAP. THWAP. THWAP._

Now it's more than a little ominous. I think I liked the last version better.

_**THWAP. THWAP. THWAP!**_

Ow! What the hell was that? Where am I? Who's this terrifying old crone standing above me? Is that a scythe she's wielding? No, it looks more like a rolled up text. Hmmm, seems like I may have gone to hell. I suppose this was an inevitable outcome of my behavior. Wait, no! No I can't be in hell, I've a got date! I can't believe that the first time a girl asks me anywhere that I ha-

"Hikigaya. My office, end of the day. Complaints?"

Her eyes clearly stated that I in fact had no complaints, absolutely none. Those with complaints were advised to contact the funeral director about possible flower arrangements for their grave.

"No Ma'am."

Hiratsuka-Sensei was kind enough to deign one final glare my way before skulking back to the front of the room. Not wanting to draw any more attention to myself than I already had, I waited a few moments before glancing around. Yuigahama's eyes peered out from over her textbook at me, questioning my behavior. Well I'm sorry Yuigahama, I was asleep, so I can't really give you an in-depth explanation as to exactly what happened there. God, that girl was always so demanding.

A short burst of sound indicated the end of the day. A heroic attempt on the part of Hiratsuka-Sensei to get her last words out failed as a ruckus erupted from the excitable students. Sensei's eyes locked on me and a single, long finger curled inward towards her. A clear indication that I was to follow her. I trudged after her, like a cow that had been torn from a rather tasty bit of grass by a tractor beam. A particularly old and grouchy tractor beam. One that would probably never find a nice tractor beam husband to settle down with. Now all it does it tear cattle out of fields-

"Hikigaya, you've got a particularly stupid look on your face. Would you like to tell me _exactly_ what you're thinking about back there?"

Well shit. This sort of situation would be deemed 'sub-optimal' by the national foundation for massive understatements (or NFMU as I call it).

Sensei's posture seemed like a sort of physical manifestation of killer intent. She's looking at me out of the corner of her eyes, with her body not entirely facing me. Her fists however, are in plain sight. I would guess from way her nails are digging into her palms, that some of my internal monologue was not as internal as I thought. Or… worse, she has some sort of mutant telepathy powers. Clear your mind Hachiman, she can hear your thoughts!

"…Uh, I'm not sure what you're talking about Sensei. Is there something troubling you?"

Hiratsuka -Sensei let a long, drawn-out sigh escape. Seated at her desk in the teacher's office, her gaze softened somewhat.

"Okay, so what exactly did you do? You can tell me now, or I can fish it out of Yuigahama and Yukinoshita later. I promise that the former is a better choice than the latter."

Why would she assume that Yukinoshita and Yuigahama were involved? I guess it makes sense now that I think about it. I don't really interact with many people, so if something were to throw me out of my rhythm it would likely be them. It could just as easily be a personal problem, or some sort of outside influence though. Don't assume things so easily Hiratsuka -Sensei!

"Ah. It doesn't actually involve them Sensei."

"Don't lie to me Hikigaya. I saw your eyes at the beginning of my class. There was a sort of terror in them; a terror I know from experience that can only be caused by a woman. Trust me Hikigaya, I can sense woman-related-terror in a man from a mile away."

You know what Sensei? I believe you, I really and truly do.

Her posture was slumped again, and when she raised her head there was fire in her eyes. The heat of a furnace, fueled by the many failed relationships of her _long_ adult life, blazed out at me. How can she hear my thoughts!? Why is every woman in my life endowed with skills that are clearly counters to me? If I had known I was going to be counter-picked so hard, I would have specced differently!

"Ah, but I suppose you're right sensei. It is female related, but not necessarily related to the service club."

A surprised expression flickered across Hiratsuka-Sensei's face. She seemed to consider that for a moment, and then gave me a brief nod. She waited for me to elaborate further, something I had little interest in doing. I also had little interest in death however, and that seemed to me to be the most likely alternative. So, reluctantly, I began to explain my situation. Pausing multiple times to explain who the actors were, and why I was pretty sure that this wasn't all an elaborate prank.

"… So that's about the gist of it. I'm not sure exactly what got in her head, but I think that she's serious about this."

"And how do _you_ feel about it? This isn't a one-way street Hikigaya."

Ah. That's an excellent question Sensei… I suppose I have been neglecting my own thoughts on the matter. What do I want out of this? How can I even determine that? Let's start from the top.

Is this something that would benefit me? No, in many ways this was likely to have an overall negative impact on my life. I was going to have to explain this _over and over and over_ again. The mere thought of talking this through with Yukinoshita and Yuigahama made me want to nap from the sheer exhaustion of it all. So let's count that as one point against it.

Is this something that I think is a good idea? No, how could this possibly end well for me? I'll probably be creepy, or annoy her, or say something horrible and unforgivable. This is firmly planted in the category of bad ideas. That's another strike against it.

Now that I've established this is a bad idea that won't benefit me at all, there's really only one question left to ask. After which I can safely email Orimoto and call this all off. So let's finish our analysis shall we brain?

Is this something that I want? **Yes.**

Wait, where did that come from? Is that what I actually think? That doesn't sound like me. Wait… is that you, heart? You don't get a vote here! This is a conversation between me and brain. This discussion is not a place for emotion, so would you kindly keep your feelings to yourself? Let's try this again.

Is this something that I want? **YES.**

Shit. Maybe that was a fluke, I should try one last time…

Is this something- _**YES YES YES YES YES. YOU MORON.**_

Well, I guess the matter is decided. I suppose that I shouldn't have tried to _entirely_ remove my emotions from this discussion. But for future consideration _heart,_ a little restraint would have gone a long way. I wish you and logic would get along better. Stupid _heart_.

"… I guess there's something about it that makes sense to me. Well, there's something about it that _doesn't_ make sense to me. Maybe I'm interested in that, it's very confusing though."

I'm unsure how to describe the look on Hiratsuka-Sensei's face at that point in time. There was a softening of her features. She looked matronly, she almost looked at me with a sort of pride. The warm glow of late afternoon surrounded her frame, giving her an angelic air. Begrudgingly, I thought that she was a sort of guardian angel to me. Always there to help me when I needed it, give me advice when I didn't know what to do, and just generally assist in cleaning up the catastrophic messes I tended to make. She was a good person. Well at least deep, deep down, below all the violence. Hell if I'd ever let her know that though.

"Hikigaya, while your sentence structure was pretty appalling there, I'm willing to let it go this time. I think that statement you just made shows a lot of growth. Honestly, I'm pretty surprised that it came from you. Especially given your rather absurd tendencies to always make the worst out of a situation."

Gee thanks Sensei. I take back all of the nice thoughts. You're going to die alone.

"Ah… Thanks, Sensei?"

"No problem Hikigaya." She said with a kind smile. "Now, I would you think about how exactly you plan to tell Yuigahama and Yukinoshita about this."

Ah, yeah. I hadn't really thought that far ahead. Well I suppose I had, but I wasn't really able to think of a good way to do it. I'm not really sure what to expect out of them when they hear about this. Derision from Yukinoshita is probably a given, but what about Yuigahama I wonder…

"Yeah… Any suggestions about that Sensei?"

Another kind smile found its' way onto her face. This time, it seemed almost sad in a strange sort of way.

"Unfortunately I can't really help you there Hikigaya. This is something that you're going to have figure out on your own. Just trust your gut here. I know it's something you're not used to, but it's a skill you'll need in the future. So think of this as excellent practice."

Ugh, that was not the response I had hoped for. I suppose though that this discussion has been helpful in a weird sort of way though. Good work Sensei, maybe you have what it takes to be a teacher after all.

"I see… Thank you Sensei. You know, you're surprisingly good council when it comes to romantic matters."

"What is _so surprising_ about that Hikigaya?"

Her previously warm countenance immediately dissipated. A dark, unearthly aura began to envelop the room. Its source, of course, was an old woman; one who had tried and failed innumerable times to have a meaningful relationship of her own. A woman who was now moments away from being put in prison for the murder of one of her students. To save my poor, fragile body I sprang into action.

"I mean, I'm just surprised a woman as _young_ as you, would be so sagacious and wise about the ways of love!" Whew, good work brain! This is why I rely on you so often. Heart, please take notes; if you could save me as often as brain does, I might listen to you more.

"Hmph. I suppose you're right on that count Hikigaya. Now, I think it's about time you headed to the service club. Your club mates are likely waiting on you."

"Ah, yes. Thank you for your time, and your advice Sensei."

I think I meant that part. She may be a violent, lonely, old crone, but she has a good heart. Someone please take her, I'm currently otherwise occupied!

As I trudged out of the room, I heard a gentle sigh. Turning to take one last look at my mentor, I saw her back was towards me with her eyes out the window. She seemed to be lost in thought, looking out at the cold field below.

"If only I had been born ten years later." A soft whisper as I closed the door behind me.

Now onward to the real test. I'd escaped the dangerous and violent pitfalls of the Sensei arena. Now I was going to have to work through the derision and questions of the service club. I felt a pit forming in my stomach. The walk down the hallway seemed so long, but somehow I wish it was even longer. I needed more time to collect myself and my thoughts. Before I knew it however, the door to the club stood before me. It looked a bit like the gateway to hell, but I suppose at this point I'm just being dramatic for its own sake. Well, here goes nothing…


	3. Chapter 3

Chapter 3:

The doorway is an insurmountable obstacle. I'm sure it's locked. I mean it hasn't ever been locked when I tried to open it before, but it probably is now. And even if it isn't, it's unlikely that either Yuigahama or Yukinoshita is in there. I could just go home and play some vita until tonight. I should just dread that alone, in silence.

Probably for the best, I mean… it's not like the there's two people in there who could possibly help me with this situation. Two people who have already dealt with the worst I have to offer. Two people who have forgiven me multiple times for my mistakes. Two people who I'm probably closer to than anyone not in my family.

I just want to make sure that it's perfectly clear that I'm not trying to get out of going club. And even if I was, I'm sure I'd have a very good reason for it.

It's certainly not because I'm afraid to upset the delicate balance behind this door.

I exhale. This is something I have to do. I don't want to lie to them, and lying by omission counts unfortunately. Instead of listening to the little doubts in my head, I push through the door into the room.

* * *

><p>Yukinoshita and Yuigahama are sitting next to one another. Warm I'm sure, thanks to the blanket shared between the two of them. If not for their both being female, I'd feel embarrassed for clearly walking in on two lovers sharing a tender moment. The clubroom, though nippy, has a relaxed atmosphere. I think I smell just a tinge of tea in the air.<p>

It's a pleasant experience, walking through this door. I don't often enough stop to appreciate it like I should.

A somewhat surprised Yukinoshita glances up at me. The smallest tilt of her head indicates she's curious, probably about what exactly sensei needed to talk to me about. Yuigahama looks at me with the same surprise in her eyes. Holding what I assume to Yukinoshita's book, she looks somewhat taken aback by my entrance.

Am I really that stealthy guys? I must have been outside the door for a while. It certainly felt like years to me. Speaking of which, what's with the silent treatment?

"Hello Stranger-kun. I believe it is customary to announce yourself when you enter a new abode."

This is a classroom Yukinoshita, not your house. Though from your positioning relative to Yuigahama, under a blanket no less, you _do_ seem to be enjoying 'domestic bliss'.

"I'm sure we've already met Yukinoshita."

"Oh, I don't recall meeting a truant who would be called to his teachers' office after school. That would tarnish my reputation. Yet somehow you know my name. Very suspicious of you Hiki-Stalker-kun."

"So you do know me. You added my name to that last insult."

"So _you_ admit your name is 'Stalker', or is 'Hiki' an insult?

Damn her. I feel stupid having walked into that.

Slumping into my chair, I sigh discontentedly at my decision. Why did I even come here in the first place?

"Oi. Layoff, I'm exhausted."

"Oh, and why is that Hikigaya-kun?"

There was killer intent in her smile. It was a different killer-intent than the one sensei possessed. Yukinoshita looked to me like a cat that intended to play with wounded prey.

"Is it possible you were living up to your name Stalker-kun? Perhaps I should phone the police, I worry for our safety here with you."

I glared at Yukinoshita. It must have been harsh, as she reacted immediately. Drawing her head back, the dangerous smile she had moments earlier was gone.

"I'm sorry Hikigaya-kun, that was perhaps more harsh than I had intended."

Another long-drawn out sigh escaped from me. I seem to be doing that a lot today.

"No, it's fine Yukinoshita. I didn't sleep much, and I've got a lot on my mind."

There we go, one step at a time. Getting started is the hardest part after all. At least I hope that's true. This has already been a lot more work than I'd like to commit.

"Is that why you fell asleep in class today Hikki?"

"Yeah, I had… I had a very strange encounter yesterday."

Two steps. Just keep moving Hachiman.

"Oh, I would expect most of your encounters to be strange Hikigaya-kun."

I frowned at her. Don't ruin my momentum woman! Somewhat unexpectedly, she succumbed almost instantly to the pressure from my grimace. I suppose I have to forgive her. I think in her own way, she was trying to make me feel better. You're going to need to work on your social skills though Yukinoshita. Most people wouldn't put up with your atrocious treatment.

"Didn't you think that a person as strange as I, would naturally be able to effectively pick out the _truly_ strange occurrences Yukinoshita?"

She paused for a moment, considering my point. With a small nod of the head she replied.

"As horrifying as is it to say such a thing out loud, I am inclined to agree with you. Truly, you seem to have no depths to your depravity."

I smiled inwardly. Perhaps I'll have to take that last statement back. You somehow made this easier Yukinoshita. With nothing but insults you've improved my mood. Perhaps she's right, there is clearly something deviant and wrong with me.

"Yukinon! Stop interrupting, I want to hear the story!"

"My apologies Yuigahama, I will try to refrain from talking for a while. If this man says anything outrageous again however, I may not be able contain my scorn."

"I've never seen you contain your scorn once. I'm not sure you're capable of it."

As if challenging me, she held my gaze and stayed silent. Touché Yukinoshita.

"Hikki, finish the story! Who did you meet? Was is it Zaimouka- something?"

"Ah no actually. Do you remember when we had to help Iroha with the Christmas event?"

"Yes of course we do Hikigaya. It was not that long ago."

"And do you remember the girl on the other student counsel? The one always saying 'SORE ARU', and all that junk?"

"Kaori-San, at least if my memory serves."

I closed my eyes. This was definitely going to be easier to say without having to look at either of them. Why is that? Probably because I can't predict what their reactions are going to be, and I can't say I like that. I'm not sure exactly what to expect from them. Laughter? Anger? Apathy? _Jealousy?_ As I begin speaking I realize that not only do I not know what they'll do, _I don't know what I want them to do_.

"Well I happened to run into her yesterday. After talking for a bit we went into a café, and sh-"

Halfway into that sentence however I felt as though the world was closing in around me. From what seemed an impossible distance I heard the sound of what sounded like a practice of some sort. As I steeled my nerves to continue, that sound seemed to fade further into the background.

"She said a lot of things, and then took my hand…"

I felt the pressure of the world rushing in on me. I raised my head, and opened my eyes. I saw two pairs of orbs staring directly into mine. I couldn't remember the last time I'd seen either of them so focused on something. I had an insane urge to laugh at that point. I stood at the very edge of a precipice where I couldn't see the bottom.

The world had compressed in that moment to: the room, Yukinoshita, Yuigahama and I. No one moved, no one said anything, no one blinked.

I dove into darkness that awaited me. Let's see what happens.

"She confessed to me."

The silence was deafening.

* * *

><p>After what felt like eternity, Yuigahama reacted first with her usual enthusiasm.<p>

"WHAAAAA!? What did you say Hikki!?"

Yuigahama flailed about as she asked, bumping into Yukinoshita. The physical act of being pushed seemed to snap Yukinoshita out of her daze. She quickly followed up.

"Yes, and how _exactly_ did you respond to this person's advances Hikigaya-kun? I would like to hear your answer_ verbatim_."

Yukinoshita's blue eyes blazed at me. They dared me to respond, no… there was no request in those eyes. She wanted an answer, and she wanted it now.

Woah. That's Haruno-level scare tactics right there Yukinoshita. If I wasn't planning on answering that before, I certainly would be now.

"Well, I couldn't tell her I felt the same. I did agree to go on a date with her tonight though. I wasn't sure exactly how to respond…"

"Do you… feel the same Hikki?"

"…. I don't know. I hadn't really thought about it before yesterday. It's a little soon to be making grand judgments I think."

Both of them slumped back into their seats. Yuigahama with an unreadable poker face. Yukinoshita with her hands on her forehead. It was as though a great weight had been lifted off their shoulders. Well, it wasn't as if I didn't feel better too. It was actually good to talk about that, I didn't realize that I'd feel this much relief.

Yukinoshita smiled at me. I wouldn't say it was a cruel, or even a mean-spirited one. It was however, lacking in the warmth I'd normally seen for the last few months.

"Perhaps you'd like to leave club a little early today Hikigaya-kun? I'm sure _you_ especially will need some extra time to prepare yourself for your… date."

Looking at the clock, I realized that she was right. That talk had taken longer than I'd expected it to. I need to get going, figure out my outfit, and maybe break into my reserves for tonight. All this sounded exhausting after the day I had. Why hadn't I just said no in the first place!?

An annoying buzzing filled the air. I looked to Yuigahama to answer her phone, but found her looking right back at me. There was a smile on her face, but it didn't _quite_ reach all the way to her eyes.

"You should answer that Hikki."

Oh, she was right, that was my phone. Not my fault that I'm unused to people messaging me. Opening my phone I saw Orimoto's address.

_Hikigaya, we forgot to arrange a place! Meet me at the station at 8:00 and we can figure it out when we get there! :)_

_-K-chan_

…Is that how she signs her messages? I hope that's automatic, because if not… Well, it's pretty damn embarrassing.

Another buzzing interrupted my thoughts.

_Ignore the K-chan! That's just my signature!_

_-K-chan_

Again, my phone went off. This girl is nuts.

_Ugh… That looked kind of dumb didn't it?_

I smiled. That was actually kinda cute. Are cute things happening to me now? Well this is certainly a new stage in life.

A soft cough roused my attention. As I lifted my head, I once again found two pair of eyes staring at me. Yukinoshita with a smirk on her face, Yuigahama a concerned smile.

"Oh my, aren't we popular Hikigaya-kun. Would you like to read those out loud to the rest of us?"

"Just had to get one last one out didn't you?"

"As I have already assured you, my repertoire is endless Hikigaya-kun. I doubt there will ever be 'one last one'."

As I was about to respond I remembered I needed to get going. After checking the clock I glanced back to see Yuigahama looking at me, with a slightly blushing Yukinoshita looking downward.

"I should get going."

I took another deep breathe to clear my thoughts.

"Thank you for listening to me today. It's nice… It's nice to be able to talk to you about things."

'Nice to be able to talk to you about things'. What a way to phrase it Hachiman, you have such a way with words.

"Bye Hikki! Tell us how it went!"

"Farewell Hikigaya-kun."

Okay, now I've only got one challenge to overcome.

* * *

><p>Well, that was not what I was expecting when Yuigahama-san told me that Hikigaya had fallen asleep in class.<p>

This is obviously not the optimal way for this to turn out however. I cannot let matters stand as they are now.

"Yukinon! We have to go spy on that date! What if she's a weirdo, or trying to trick Hikki, or something!?"

Hmm, an interesting point Yuigahama-san. Hikigaya _is_ an idiot in many ways.

"We do not know where he's going Yuigahama-san, so I don't think we're able to 'spy' on him."

"I already emailed Komachi! She'll give us the details, he _has _to tell her."

How devious of you Yuigahama, well done.

"Very well, email me when you have the information. We'll meet at the restaurant they go to. Plan for an 8:15 meet-up."

I don't know why I have such a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach. There are three reasons that I can think of for feeling this way. I don't like the sound of any of them.

Stupid, Nincompoop, Hachiman.


	4. Chapter 4

Chapter 4:

Judging from the deep orange tint in the sky, darkness was approaching. Luckily I was almost home, so it didn't both me too much. In fact it's something that wouldn't really have registered with me normally, but I'm desperate for any distraction I can find.

As I looked out at the sun, its outline became blurred and then fizzled into the ground. It seemed like a good metaphor for the day actually. When I woke up the sun was glaring directly into my eyes. The light immediately gave me a killer headache. It felt as though it was the first challenge of my day. "Go back to bed Hikigaya, you can't possibly withstand today if you can't even handle me." As its light disappeared across the horizon however, I felt the passions of the day likewise fade and sizzle out. After all, I'd managed to talk to just about everyone who mattered on the subject. I'd gone out and conquered the demons instead of running away. Somehow it felt like an accomplishment to even still be standing. Looks like I win, eh sun? Come back tomorrow if you want to try again.

Now I just to get my act together and make myself look presentable. Easier said than done however.

I rounded a corner and saw my house down the street. So close to my sanctuary, and yet it wasn't really sanctuary today. It was just where I'd go to get a checkpoint and new equipment for my next battle. Just saying that made me feel pretty worn out.

No, bad Hachiman. You have to try today. Remember that there are no checkpoints, every hurdle you encounter has to be dealt with individually. There are no re-dos unfortunately. I suppose it wouldn't really be any fun if I could just keep replaying a section until I got it perfect. Now that I think of it, I'd probably die of boredom retrying some of the harder sections. Though, I would like _some_ retries, maybe not infinite however.

As inane thoughts crowded my head, I put my bike away and strode towards to door. Upon entering I was greeted with an unexpected barrage of noise.

"Oniiiiiii-chan!"

Oh, and what exactly was this? Not that I was opposed to a little sister showing her brother due deference, but I was certainly not used to it. This little sister of mine gets away with far too much disrespect now that I'm thinking of it.

"Yo."

"Onii-chan is it true!? Do you really have a date tonight?"

Oi. How is it possible that she knows? There's only one explanation for this. Yuigahama, you traitor! I can't believe that she was so quick to tell Komachi about this. Actually, that's not surprising at all if I think about it. Yuigahama knows I probably wouldn't tell Komachi about this right away. It's not as though I don't want her to know, but I am a little worried that she'll get her hopes up too high. I don't want to disappoint my precious little sister. Now I'm under so much more pressure.

"Yeah" I sighed. "It's true alright."

"That's not how you're supposed to say it! You should be happier! Finally someone is making a move on my garbage Onii-chan! I'm so proud of you!"

Hey, come on now… some of that really cut deep you know.

She's right though, I need to try and stay positive. After all, someone actually asked me out. For it to be Orimoto of all people, there's almost a sense of karmic justice to it.

"So who was it Onii-chan? Yuigahama didn't tell me who after all. Give me some details!"

"Ah. Actually it was a girl named Orimoto Kaori."

Komachi went through a series of emotions very quickly. It started with confusion, her brows arced upward and she bit she lower lip, seemingly trying to remember where exactly she knew that name from. Judging from the way her jaw dropped, the second was pure and total shock. Quickly after she tilted her head down, her arms shaking. When she looked back up, she looked at me with confusion and… was that disappointment?

"Hey, Onii-chan. That wouldn't be the same Orimoto who hurt you so much in the past? It isn't, right? You're not going to let yourself get hurt again… are you?"

I'd say that I'm fairly resistant to being shocked by the world around me. Understanding the rotten core of humanity has lead me to accurately predict a great range of behaviors. In general, this means that I'm ready for things that most other don't see coming. Unfortunately it seems I was totally unprepared for scenes like the one in front of me.

My little sister's face, all scrunched up, seemingly about to burst into tears in just a moment. It was one of the most touching things I've ever seen. I know that we may argue and bicker at times, but it was this sort of moment that reminded me why family is so important. She wanted to protect me, to keep me from making the same mistakes again. She was perhaps the only one who had any idea how much Orimoto's rejection had hurt me in the past. She'd watched as it shifted who I was, into who am I.

Truly, I have an amazing little sister.

My first instinct was to try and shield her from the damage of an affirmative response. To make sure that she didn't have to worry about me any more than she already did. Such a heartwarming response on her part though has earned her the truth. Not that I'd really want to lie to her in the first place.

"Yes Komachi it is the same Orimoto. This time however, you don't need to worry. This time is different."

Strange, the conviction in voice was real. I really believed that this was going to turn out okay, and maybe even turn out well. I think that conviction convinced even my doubtful little sister. She relaxed her expression, and it morphed into a quizzical one.

"Why would it be different this time Onii-chan?

"Well for starters this time she asked _me_ out."

Komachi considered this and gave a short nod. Indicating for me to continue, she stayed silent.

"Well… honestly, that's the only concrete fact that I have to go on. But there's something different this time, something _good_. I can't explain it in words, but I have this really good feeling. Besides, I've learned from the past and I won't repeat the same mistakes this time."

She nodded at me, her expression hard to read. In a strange way it reminded me a lot of how Yuigahama looked in the clubroom after I told her and Yukinoshita the news. It was a smile that didn't light up her face like it usually did. This being the second time I saw it, I think I understand it better now. She was happy for me, but there was real concern over how this would turn out. I got the sense that her concern was different from that Yuigahama's, but still directed towards me and my well-being. At the core of it, they were worried I'd go back to way that I was. I couldn't blame them, it was certainly something that had crossed my mind already.

"Well… if you say so Onii-chan. Now let's get you prepared! We have a lot of work to do before… wait when is your date again?"

"I need to be at the station by eight."

"Tonight!? Onii-chan, why didn't you tell me this sooner? We don't have nearly enough time!"

And just like that, I was bustled off to my room by my sister in a mad rush.

"Onii-chan, put this on! No, not that! Come on, I need your help if we're going to get this done in time! Noooo! You can't wear that undershirt, it doesn't go well at all with the shoes you're going to wear! Are you even trying garbage Onii-chan!?"

After a valiant struggle I found myself dressed in, what seemed to me, a horrifyingly bland and boring outfit. Komachi, surveying her work, however seemed to approve. She gave me the thumbs up.

"Alright, you actually look halfway decent Onii-chan! Oh that was worth a ton of Komachi points!"

"Saying that I look halfway decent, is just saying that I don't look ugly. Are you saying that I normally look ugly?"

"Well you don't really have any fashion sense Onii-chan…."

Oh, right in the heart. Komachi, I think you should consider joining the JSDF as a torturer. Your strong suit would be breaking the will of any enemies of the state. Actually, I feel like that's the sort of manga I might read. A cute little sister character who is also a torturer. On second thought, I can't see that sort of manga _not_ being creepy. I take it back, I wouldn't read it. Well… I wouldn't tell anyone I was reading it.

"Gee, thanks for the confidence boost right before I go."

"Don't worry, if she liked you before she's gonna go nuts for you now!"

That's a weird smirk to have Komachi. I don't think I like where your thoughts are.

"Alright, I'm off. Wish me luck."

"GOOD LUCK ONII-CHAN!"

And so I trudged to the station, it's time for the final boss.

* * *

><p>I found my smile falling off my face as Onii-chan left. What was he thinking? I remember what <em>she<em> did to him, so why can't he? There's something wrong here, I know it. No one can be so hurt, and then just let it go soon. I remember being so confused as to what was happening with him. I'm ashamed it even took me so long to remember who _she_ was.

Onii-chan, something is wrong here. I don't know what her plan is, but I refuse to believe that anyone who would put him through all that could possibly be a good person. I _know_ that they can't be. So even if he's blinded by old feelings I won't let myself be hoodwinked. Don't worry Onii-chan, Komachi will protect you.

I'm sorry Onii-chan, but understand that I'm doing what's best for you.

* * *

><p>How much time before Hikigaya's … date? Ugh, the very concept of him going on a date fills me with a sort of existential dread. How confused must the poor Kaori girl be if Hikigaya is the one she's interested in? Especially since I doubt she's seen his, remarkably few, positive character traits.<p>

BZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ

Oh, and who might be texting me? I would assume it's Hikigaya to tell me that he's been canceled on. Don't worry Hikigaya, I won't tease you _too_ mercilessly. I won't let you forget either though.

_Yukinon, emergency! I just got a text from Komachi, apparently Kaori is REALLY bad news!_

'Bad news'? And just how bad are we talking about Yuigahama? Given that I can actually read your message for once, I'll assume you're _very_ serious about this.

_Apparently Hikki already confessed to her in the past. Komachi says that she turned him down and broke his heart! She said that he changed after that. I asked for more info but she told me to ask him! T_T/ Yukinon, we have to stop her before she does something awful to him!_

He... confessed to her? Of course, this is the final piece of the puzzle I was missing. I knew there was something fundamentally wrong with this situation. It must be that Hikigaya has been blinded by past feelings, and he's letting it cloud his usual rational judgment. How can we deal with this?

The best option would simply to be stop the date all together. We could confront them at the restaurant and drag him out by force. We could even cause a scene if necessary.

No, that's too similar a thought to what he would do. I won't stoop to that level to save him. I'm afraid of what he'd do after that as well. Would he hate us?

Stop. Don't think about that now, I can't get distracted.

The second choice would be to quietly shadow them, and to try and gather evidence as to exactly what she's planning. It would also us to console Hikigaya should something bad happen. That would be ideal actually, perhaps we might even change him for the better from all this.

I could picture the scene now. A despondent Hikigaya quietly weeping into my shoulder. My hand gently brushing his hair, soothing him. Him looking up into my eyes, reaching out to me. His desperation to have _something_, _anything_ to hold onto. He wants me to be that something…

A blush slowly spread across my cheeks. What was I thinking? Hikigaya, my… whatever he was to me, needed me now. Yuigahama, my… friend, needed me now as well. I had to take action.

_Yuigahama-san, don't worry I have a plan. Do you have the location of the date?_

Little time passed before a response.

_No she asked and said he didn't have a plan! She did get that they were meeting at 8 at the station._

Damn, this made things more difficult. Leave it to Hikigaya to not have an adequate plan in place for the date. For this Kaori girl to be perfectly fine with that left me even more suspicious. Why would she agree to a date with him, especially with no plan in mind?

_That's fine, we'll need to meet at the train station at 7:55 then in order to make this work. Can you do that Yuigahama-san?_

I didn't even have to wait for a response.

_Yes! Don't worry Yukinon! ( 0_0 )_

Good, looks like she's serious about this.

Desperately trying to chase the embarrassing thoughts from earlier out of my head, I finished my preparations in silence. I strode out the door, trying not to think of what it must have been like to be confessed to by that stupid boy.


	5. Chapter 5

Chapter 5:

Love is a strange concept. There seem to be so many different ways to describe what it entails, how it's expressed, and even how you can tell if you're feeling it. It's such an important part of our culture, but it's still so, like, nebulous and hard to describe. If you think about it, even with all the books written about it, and all the research we've done on it, we're no closer than our ancestors to figuring out exactly what it means to be 'in love' with someone.

I watched from a bench as a young couple held hands and looked silently into each other's eyes. It seemed kinda strange to me, and it felt a little weird to be staring at them. They were clearly in their own world though, and didn't even realize I existed. I didn't hear them saying anything, but I got the sense that there was some meaning passing back between them. I wonder what it was, I wonder if it was important.

I felt a shiver pass through me as the wind gusted past. I don't think I would have paid them any attention just a few months ago. Or if I had, it would have just been in passing. I've been noticing a lot of changes in myself since that Christmas play we held with Sobu. I think they go even further back, all the way to the time I first saw him in that restaurant.

I was totally shocked to see him with that beautiful woman, sitting totally casually and bored, like almost as if he didn't want to be near her. I never would have expected him to be hanging out at all, let alone with a beautiful older girl.

The first real tremor I felt for him was at the end of that "double date". Which really just involved me and my friend hanging out with Hayama. My friend still refers to it as 'the catastrophe'. I remember at the time being horrified and humiliated, but now I look back at it fondly. I got to interact with him meaningfully for the first time really, so I can't hate all of it. It made me see him differently, it forced a mental change in me that cascaded to where I am now. Really, that disastrous date lead directly to the one we're going to go on now.

The only thing I really regret from that was how I met his club mates. I'll never forget the look of contempt and scorn from that dark haired girl. Thinking about it now, she reminded me quite of a bit of the older woman I first saw him with. What separated them was their intent I think. The older one reminded me of cat playing with a mouse, like he was a toy to her. I remember her responses egging me on to tell her more. She seemed super nice at the time, but now I'm not so sure. I think she was getting me to mock him. It was like… my responses were only important for how they made him respond. That's pretty rude lady! Maybe I did realize it, and I went along anyway.

Meeting his club mate was a lot less fun. It's not _totally_ my fault though, those were some pretty bad circumstances. I don't think I've seen anyone so quietly angry before. The gleam in her eye was rage, pure and simple. She reminded me of a feral animal kinda. Like I'd wounded her cub or something. Not that the stare she gave Hayama was much different. There was, like, killer intent or something. She's one of the scarier girls I've ever met.

I felt myself shiver. Maybe that's just the chill in the air.

The chill pushed me even further down this train of thought. Back to the fateful event that lead us together again. The almost-train-wreck that was the Christmas event. Seeing him there was surprising enough, but what really caught me off guard was my reactions to his behavior. As the planning meetings continued, I could tell things were going badly. We never really made any progress in those meetings, in fact we usually just dug ourselves deeper into the hole we'd made. No one seemed ready to break the comfortable mold, to push us towards completion. I remember how I too just seemed to go along with the flow. We all knew what was going to happen in the end, but felt powerless to stop it. When he challenged everyone I was shocked. The memory of a quiet boy, one who had shook while he confessed to me all those years ago, was shattered into a million pieces. Something shifted in my mind, and my heart, in that moment. The Hikigaya I pitied was gone, the man in front of me was a Hikigaya I admired.

But admired was the wrong way to put it. I found myself thinking about him in a way I hadn't ever thought about someone before.

At first his interactions with his school's presidential were truly hilarious. A boy who seemed to be either completely obvious to, or maybe annoyed by, the advances of a younger beautiful woman. To top it off, that boy was Hikigaya! Hilarious!

I noticed however, that eventually it wasn't quite so funny after a little while. In fact the more I saw it, the more annoyed I got at her. Didn't she see that he wanted nothing to do with her? Maybe she should just back off!

If that was all, maybe nothing would have happened. But circumstances changed.

When the inky-haired girl returned with him one day I felt a whirlwind of emotion. Repulsion and fear started it off. I didn't want to remember how we had met last time. But those emotions were quickly replaced. Clearly she was sitting close to him. Flanked by the peach haired girl, I felt a sense of envy for the two of them. Given the way they talked with each other, Hikigaya had found friends. Perhaps, I worried, he had found something more. Why did that matter to me though? His love life wasn't any of my business.

It was when she had spoken up however that the mist cleared from my mind.

Her address was direct, thorough, and spine-straighteningly terrifying. She hadn't minced words, and got the heart of the issue in less than a minute. She'd broken our president's will to resist without even breaking a sweat.

It was not her words however that had cleared up so much. It was his reaction to them.

As she had finished her speech, he'd looked at her with a mixture of relief and admiration. Something I'd never seen on his face before, and she'd managed to elicit so easily. I felt angry and betrayed, confused and frustrated, envious and….

Well, it was then that I realized that primarily I was envious. That without even realizing it, I'd come to want him to look at _me_ like that. I think that was when it became clear I needed to do something about this.

When I'd seen him walking alone yesterday I saw a real opportunity. I couldn't have said what I said to him in front of his club mates. I had to say it though, I had to get it off my chest, consequences be damned!

I softly chuckled to myself.

Did I really fall for Hikigaya Hachiman? Hilarious!

I looked down at my watch to check the time, and saw _8:20_ starting back up at me. Was he really late to a first date? I suppose I'd asked him out though I couldn't get too mad. Maybe he was trying to be aloof? I giggled at the very thought. His personality was like 80% straightforward and blunt traits. He didn't seem to have a single synapse dedicated to being charming or suave. That was the best part about him though. He didn't lie to me, he didn't flatter me, his intentions were clear. My confusing feelings seemed entirely countered by his straightforwardness.

As I looked up again, I saw a figure locking up their bike in the rack. There were pretty nicely dressed actually. It seemed strange that someone dressed so nicely would ride a bike to the station. If I was them I'd worry about sweating and ruining my outfit. Given the heavy rise and fall of that person's shoulders they may have done exactly that. Well that's what you get Mr. Bicyclist! Next time, don't ride so hard in nice clothing.

As they turned their head upwards I saw that it wasn't a 'them', in fact it was _him_. A little gasp escaped my lips. In a bit of daze, I raised my hand to signal where I was. He noticed it, and began to jog over to me.

I liked Hikigaya's mind, his personality, and his quirks. Though I recognized I didn't know him as well as I should, I liked what I had seen so far. The man quickly approaching me still had all these things, but he also had something else entirely. As I scanned him from top to bottom I noticed the slim fit of his clothes, the attractive figure he cut against the dark night sky. Thoughts crossed my mind, and I pushed them back with a blush. Tonight was going to be challenging enough as, and I didn't need to be distracted so early on.

I reflected on what a strange turn of events we found ourselves in. The boy who had fallen in love with me and been scorned, had grown up. There was a part of me at the time that was confused by actions. I'd done nothing to earn his affections but he fell for me anyway. I'd turned him down, and until not so long ago… forgotten him entirely. Years later the situation had seemingly reversed itself on me. Now it was I who had fallen for a boy who wasn't even trying to get my attention. It's so embarrassing to think about this, but maybe I was being totally creepy. I must have seemed like some natural disaster coming out of nowhere and totally surprised him.

Wow, he was actually pretty cool now that I think about it. Instead of laughing at me, getting the perfect revenge, he'd given me the chance I didn't give him. Maybe he was the better person. Maybe that was what had drawn me to him in the first place.

As I mused, he ploddingly approached. A smile crossed my lips. He was a good guy. I mean, he was pretty cute, and by the look on his face he was pretty embarrassed about being late. I think I had a picked winner here. Good work heart, you might just be smarter than my brain.

And… I guess if he's the good one here, then that has to make me the bad one, right? If I remember correctly, the good one has to obey the rules. I don't think that goes for the bad one though… I guess that means it's okay to play a little unfair ^_~

* * *

><p>The smile on Orimoto's face was plain unnerving. It had all the foxiness of Isshiki's, but there was something, somehow, <em>cuter<em> than Isshiki's. It was warm and inviting, not showing a hint of annoyance that I was late. She looked like she was about to crack up at my appearance. Damn, she's good. It's just straight up unfair for her to have that smile in her arsenal.

She looks, plainly put, absolutely gorgeous. Her dark blue uniform seems to fade quietly in the night behind her. The lights of the station reflected back in her brown eyes look like a galaxy. The individual spots of illumination were shifting stars as she tilted her head to the side. Sitting atop the back-rest of the bench she was almost at level height with me.

As I approached she jumped down to meet me.

"Hey Hikigaya! A little late aren't we?"

As I prepared an apology for my unacceptable lateness, I felt a hand grab mine.

"Ah well, the past is the past right? Can't think about it too much. Come on!"

I felt once again the power of Hurricane Orimoto. A sudden gust immediately sweeping me off my feet.

With no time to react I found myself being dragged away from the station.

"Oi. Where are we going?"

"I don't know, but we'll figure it out!" She said with a grin flashing across her face.

I suppose I agree with that. I certainly didn't have time to come up with a plan. Well I suppose had all day, but cut me some slack. After all, I had to spend a fair amount my day dreading things. I mean, there was the talk with Sensei, the date, and also telling the club about all this.

I winced a bit at the thought of Yukinoshita and Yuigahama. I'm still not sure how to interpret that talk. _Something _happened, what exactly that _something_ was… well, I guess this isn't really the time to think about it. Man, my backlog of issues to think about later is really piling up.

Orimoto must have noticed the slight flinch, as she looked at me.

"Something wrong Hikigaya? Do you not like me being soooo close?"

She moved in as she said it. My pulse quickened, and I fought the impulse to draw back. You really are trying to emulate Isshiki tonight aren't you Orimoto? Well you definitely get an A for your performance.

"No it's… good? I think."

"You think? Way to tank a girl's confidence Hikigaya."

"Oh… I- I meant… I mean – I… "

"Hilarious! I'm only kidding Hikigaya. I just wanted to see that blush. You should really work on your poker-face."

The smile she flashed was not a mocking one. In fact, I think I see traces of her own blush forming. Why say it if it's going to embarrass you too!? This Isshiki performance has to end! I don't think my heart can take it!

"Ah… well, it's a bit mean don't you think?"

She paused to consider it. Her sudden stop caused our arms became taught, and I considered taking the chance to break the grip she had on my hand. I didn't though, I don't seem to be capable of denying her.

"Maybe. Well I can try to tone it down Hikigaya. If that's what you want…"

In stark contrast to her words, her hand tightened its grip on my own.

Before I could protest however, she pointed with her free hand in front of us. Following her finger I saw… no way. She couldn't possibly want to go there. That's almost too funny.

"Hey Hikigaya, want to get some Saize? That place looks pretty good."

It was true, she wanted to go to some Saize place.

I began to laugh. It started as a chuckle in the back of my throat. As it moved through me I could feel my shoulders shake. A smile appeared on my face, and while I knew it probably looked gross, I just couldn't suppress it. I felt myself throw my head back and clutch at my stomach as I laughed and laughed. This was all too absurd.

Here I was, on a date with Orimoto. A date that _she_ had requested of me. A date which I actually accepted. A date which will now involve going to a restaurant. A _Saize_ restaurant of all places.

Now I'm not a mathematician, nor do I want to be one of those chumps, but I can handle the basics. According to my calculations, the odds of this happening are approximately ten-trillion to one.

I let the fear, absurdity, dread, and every other negative emotion I'd felt that day wash over me. I took a deep breath, and focused myself. Where my stomach just a moment before was a pit of anxiety and fear, I felt liberated now.

Orimoto was clearly confused at my outburst. Given some of the stares I was getting from passersby, she was not alone in that sentiment.

"Are you okay Hikigaya? We don't have to go to Saize if you don't want to. I just remember you had mentioned that time with Hayama…"

Oh wow, she remembered that eh? Not too bad Orimoto, you really earned yourself some points there. That almost makes this even more ridiculous, but I may as well roll with punches.

"Ahh, no that's okay. Saize sounds great actually. I'm just- I'm just surprised by how strange the last 24 hours have been."

Her expression betrays surprise at my response. Who's got the bad poker-face now eh?

"That's what all that was about?! Too much Hikigaya, you're hilarious!"

As she looks at me, we share a smile. That smile slowly turns into a chuckle, and before I know it I'm laughing again. Only this time she's joined in it with me.

I can't remember the last time I've done this. I can't remember the last time I felt this way. It's scary sure, but I think it's… good? I guess it might be worth it to expend a little energy to make this work.

With that in mind, I tentatively reach out. Scared of the response I might receive. I lock my hand with hers and squeeze.

She looked up and smiled at me while wiping the tears of laughter out of her eyes. That was all I needed.

"So let's go in there, don't want to let a line form eh?"

Sounds good Orimoto.


End file.
